MARTIAL LAW                   97

throughout his reign, the Khedive maintained a sur-
prising ascendancy over Egyptians. The glory of an
autocracy dies hard, and while Abbas Hilmi possessed
the attributes of a despot, his subjects were slow
to perceive that their ruler was not in a position to
exercise them. A few of the more instructed, anxious
that Egypt's political development should proceed
upon democratic lines and not upon the rule of a single
individual, strove to enlighten their fellow countrymen
upon the difference. The aspirations of this little band
were welcomed by Lord Cromer; but their programme
made little headway in the country when it became
known that the Khedive was fiercely opposed to the
party of reform. Would-be adherents to the new
political cause had weighty reasons to exercise caution :
for Egyptians incurring the displeasure of the Palace
generally had cause later to rue the fact. By some
mysterious means the administrative machine would
be set in motion to harass and crush such persons.
But it was not always necessary for him to descend to
such methods. When he chose, he could exert a curious
personal magnetism which cast a spell over Egyptians.
Ministers would obey his slightest nod, and humbler
folk abase themselves before him, one and all ready to
dance to the tune which he called. Many Englishmen
too found him, if capricious, a most attractive per-
sonality. He could talk with consummate skill upon
most subjects, and, unlike some princes, was as anxious
to learn his visitors' views as to air his own. His sense
of humour was so acute that he was usually ready to
tell a story against himself. There were instances also
when he displayed unexpected consideration, such as
that of his hurried journey from the Continent to
England to bid good-bye to Sir Eldon Gorst, lying on
his death-bed. His nature, indeed, was not altogether
ignoble : he was the victim of a vicious environment
which obscured the better qualities of his character.
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